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Context of the Syllabus
The Special Topics: Western Art History syllabus 
is a part of Kwansei Gakuin University’s School of 
Policy Studies’ English Communication programme. 
The School of Social Policy Studies is located 
at one of the university’s campuses in central-
western Japan, north of Kobe. Although students 
are enrolled in other majors, the English Commu-
nication programme is compulsory for all students 
in the School of Social Policy Studies. The English 
Communication programme has a student body of 
around 1200, with the majority of its students aged 
from 18-21, in their first two years at university. 
Within the Engl ish Communicat ion (EC) 
programme there are 6 grades, each grade follows 
a “4 strands” (reading, writing, listening speaking) 
approach, with students attending 4 compulsory 
courses per grade. With two entry points within 
the 6 grades, students must attend for a total of two 
years. Linguistic goals across the programme are 
coordinated vertically and laterally, and a team of 
11 instructors designs syllabi centrally: lesson plans 
and materials are developed by these designers and 
disseminated to students and other teaching staff. 
There is some vertical and horizontal integration of 
content, but the primary aims of the programme are 
linguistic.
The Special Topics (ST) courses occur in the 
highest grade levels, 5 and 6 (generally second year 
students who will shortly matriculate from EC), and 
are less tightly coordinated. At present, there are 10 
individual syllabi, each taught by their respective 
designers. Unlike other EC courses, students are not 
streamed into the ST courses: although compulsory, 
students can chose which courses they attend. This 
results in some variation in student abilities within 
each class. Although the linguistic objectives of 
these courses predominantly mirror or recycle objec-
tives from the adjacent and preceding EC courses, 
there is a much wider scope for content-based 
syllabi. Indeed, this is one of the stated objectives 
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of the ST component of the programme, in order to 
round-out the curriculum’s linguistic demands with 
a greater emphasis on content. Due to this, and with 
encouragement from the trend toward content and 
language integration seen domestically and interna-
tionally (within the CEF for one), there is a height-
ened awareness amongst the designers to build and 
develop syllabi that employ the pedagogy contained 
in Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) 
practice and literature. 
One of the ST courses is Western Art History 
(STAH). The syllabus is written and taught by one 
instructor to three classes of around 30 students 
apiece. At present, the course has been taught for 
three 13/14-week semesters, and is currently in 
development for its 4th iteration. The course mate-
rials (excluding some audio-visual materials) are 
developed in their entirety by the syllabus designer, 
including a student textbook of around 90 pages. 
The syllabus mirrors linguistic objectives found in 
other parts of the EC programme and the content is 
Modern Western Art History, from Realism to Pop 
Art, or from around 1850 to the mid 1950s.
Application of CLIL pedagogy
Content and Language Integrated Learning 
combines second language acquisition approaches 
with the content study traditionally found in other 
parts of the curriculum. In CLIL syllabi, the study 
of language and content occur at the same time as 
each other, this allows interplay between the learning 
of both, as they occur through each other. In many 
contexts, this combination of both streams also 
reflects the acknowledgement that language learning 
is not secondary, but the central to all learning 
processes. In many syllabi, language is often taught 
exclusively of content and currently, in the context 
of the curriculum at KGU, English is largely taught 
a subject separate to mainstream content classes, 
which are taught in Japanese.
CLIL can also be thought of as a multi- or inter-
disciplinary method of learning. For example, the use 
of language is not seen as a set of discrete nuggets 
passed from teacher to student and then produced on 
exams for scores, it is seen as a skill that enables the 
use of other skills. This is the interplay mentioned in 
the above paragraph. In the way that an architect, for 
example, would be required to understand ideas from 
many disciplines: property law; design; elements 
of engineering and so forth, an architecture course 
could combine these studies to reflect the interdisci-
plinary way they are used in the job itself. A CLIL 
syllabus operates in the same manner, with language 
understood as being the vehicle for using and 
learning other skills (Coyle, Hood, & Marsh, 2010).
The Special Topics: Western Art History syllabus 
at KGU applies an adapted version of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy of the Cognitive Domain. This is a hier-
archical thinking-skill schema, which in some form 
is a very common pedagogical underpinning in 
syllabus design for multiple disciplines. In the mid 
1950s, Benjamin Bloom developed and released his 
idea of “Learning Domains”: the cognitive, the affec-
tive and the psycho-motor (Bloom, 1956). Although 
worthy areas for discussion in themselves, this 
paper will only focus on the Cognitive: specifically 
the taxonomy, or hierarchy, within the Cognitive 
Domain, as this is the most applicable and applied 
item within Bloom’s overarching theory.
Subset Descriptor Further Description Related Verbs
1. Knowledge Identification and recall of information define  locate  label  name  state  memorize spell
2. Comprehension Organization and selection of facts and ideas interpret  convert  describe  explain  order
3. Application Use of facts, rules and principles apply  demonstrate  solve  show  use  conclude
4. Analysis Separating sets into component parts analuze  categorize  classify  compare  infer
5. Synthesis Combining ideas to form new wholes compose  construct  suggest  infer  classify
6. Evaluation Developing opinions, judgments and decisions appraise  chose  rate  judge  justify  evaluate
Figure 1. Bloom’s cognitive domain and Anderson and Krathwohl’s actionable verbs.  
Adapted from: Bloom (1956), Anderson and Krathwohl (2001).
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There are two fur ther ways to look at this 
hierarchy that are commonly known to language 
teachers. The first is the distinction between higher-
order and lower-order thinking skills, HOTS and 
LOTS respectively. When applied to the Bloom’s 
taxonomy, LOTS represent the first three subsets of 
the taxonomy, HOTS the last three. This distinction 
relates to Anderson/Krathwohl’s updated version of 
the Taxonomy (Co-developed with Benjamin Bloom) 
(Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001), and gives practitio-
ners a simple and accessible acronym to work with. 
This division between HOTS and LOTS can be seen 
in the AH syllabus, with the change occurring after 
the first major assessment, the presentation in week 8. 
In addition to this update in the nomenclature, 
the Anderson/Krathwohl version made a transi-
tion from nouns to verbs for the descriptors of each 
subset. These are visible in the figure above. This is 
extremely useful in syllabus design as it allows the 
designer to make the subsets actionable. In the Art 
History syllabus, the verbs from this and subsequent 
iterations of Anderson’s updated Bloom’s Taxonomy 
have been applied to lesson activities, unit cycles, 
and assessments. In this sense they are essential 
building blocks of the Art History syllabus, and as 
such their application is outlined further in other 
sections of this document.
The sequence of the Special Topics Art History 
curriculum follows the Bloom’s taxonomic path. 
Earlier lessons rely on memorization and recall 
of content, later ones progress to comprehension, 
comparison, inference and evaluation. In fact, 
although the taxonomy is not an explicit underpinning 
of the entire EC curriculum, it can still be located 
within it quite readily, if not only for its gradual 
increase in difficulty, but for its increasing orders of 
complexity and student autonomy. If looked at in this 
manner, the EC5 and 6 special topics courses of the 
programme, with their specific focus on content (and 
its application), can be seen as representative of the 
higher order thinking skills mentioned above. 
Other classes in the EC5 and 6 levels display 
similar increasing demands for students to develop 
their powers of inference, media literacy and evalu-
ation skills, all easily locatable within the Bloom’s 
spectrum. In the same way, the LOTS, and their 
correlation to the lower end of the Bloom’s taxonomy, 
can be seen as represented by the emphasis on memo-
rization and recall displayed in lower-graded courses 
(1-4) that require students to learn and employ certain 
grammar points and vocabulary items.
The Cycle
The Special Topics: Western Art History course 
is nominally a 14 week programme, and contains 3 
types of cycles. Each week has a different thematic 
or content focus, and every two weeks a different 
taxonomic focus with the related linguistic objec-
tives. Furthermore, an activity cycle runs through the 
course, with lesson structure (activities and assess-
ment types) repeating every 4 weeks. The first and 
final lessons can be used as introduction and reflec-
tion lessons respectively, allowing for f lexibility 
when succumbing to the demands of the calendar. 
These 3 cycles will be discussed below, and they can 
be seen in figure 2. 
A summary of the linguist ic objectives of 
each lesson can be seen in the final column of the 
figure. These goals aim to reflect the taxonomic and 
thematic imperatives of the two preceding columns. 
Aside from the implications of the cognitive focus 
and some subject-specific vocabulary, students do 
not encounter dramatically new linguistic challenges 
throughout the Art History course. The goals are 
a repetition and reinforcement of language found 
at other levels in the EC programme, most often 
laterally at the 5/6 level. As they are developed thor-
oughly in other parts of the programme the goals are 
presented more generally in this paper. 
The Thematic Focus. 
Each week has a thematic focus on a different 
artistic period, within a time frame of about 100 
years. The course begins with the Realism period 
(1850s, France), and culminates with Pop Art (1950s, 
USA). Due to limitations within the lesson schedule, 
it is impossible to cover every sub-genre or artist, 
and some discrimination is necessary in period selec-
tion. The periods chosen were those considered to 
have most impact and modern relevance, as well as 
greater student relevance. The student interest level 
is ascertained by some short surveys and quizzes (not 
graded) in the opening lesson of the course. Interest-
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ingly, the results of these have been fairly uniform 
over the 3 completed iterations. Additionally the 
surveys allowed the designer to have some idea of 
how much prior content knowledge students possess- 
information pertinent to adapting the complexity of 
content, which is discussed in a section below.
The overall time frame was chosen as Realism 
and its subsequent period mark a significant change 
in art history, the era we know loosely as Modern 
Art (Holzwarth, Taschen (eds.) 2016). This gave a 
natural thematic starting point. This scope of periods 
is very well suited to the taxonomic background of 
the syllabus design, as works and periods become 
increasingly abstracted as they approach the 1950’s. 
Therefore, the engagement with thematic content can 
be made (with some “shoehorning”) to mimic the 
hierarchical nature of the taxonomy. That is, periods 
that are arguably representational occur at the start 
of the course, allowing for use of lower order cogni-
tive skills, whereas the more academic and abstract 
periods begin to occur mid-way through the course, 
necessitating higher-order cognitive engagement. 
This can be seen in figure 2, with the “Lesson Objec-
tives” column showing how verbs from Anderson’s 
updated taxonomy have been adapted to lesson goals.
For example, a period such as Realism, with its 
highly representational depictions, lends itself well 
to language of description and location, and the first 
two subsets on the taxonomic hierarchy: Knowledge 
and Comprehension (Stremmel, 2004). The “shoe-
horning” in this case is a downplaying of the political 
significance of the works. The following period in the 
timeline, Impressionism, characterized by slightly 
less representational and more stylized work, gives a 
good chance to further embellish student vocabulary 
with more descriptive phrasing, and to extend their 
development within the taxonomy. A good example 
of a higher-order period would be Abstract Expres-
sionism. To engage with the works, students must be 
able to understand the milieu from which the works 
appear, as well as applying knowledge of preceding 
artists, comparable artworks and the like. This sees 
not only a focus on the upper end of the taxonomic 
descriptors, but a culmination of other skills in order 
to use them- a pertinent facet of Bloom’s and CLIL 
theory (Bloom, 1956. Brewster 2009). 
The Taxonomic Cycle
The Taxonomic Cycle echoes the updated 
Bloom’s Taxonomy. The outline of the taxonomy can 
be seen above, in figure 1, and how it is matched to 
lesson progression and thematic content can be seen 
in figure 2, below. As the reader may note, the course 
both begins and ends with a focus on the “Evaluation” 
subset of the taxonomy. This is to reflect the cyclical 
nature of knowledge, an idea implied by the literature 
surrounding Blooms (Coyle, Hood, & Marsh, 2010). 
Furthermore, the introduction and conclusion lessons 
provide opportunities for students to evaluate their 
own learning, and to look at the course as a whole.
Given that students are likely to have already 
some level of prior knowledge and interest in the 
content before they begin the course, it is important 
to note that there is f lexibility in the delivery and 
application of the schedule. It is not adhered to with 
extreme strictness, but functions more as a guide 
to how lessons are taught, artworks and artists are 
engaged with, and how learning is assessed. 
The Activity Cycle
The third cycle relates to lesson structure. Like 
many other language syllabi, the Special Topics: 
Western Art History course has a cycle of activities 
and assessments that repeat. This occurs every 4 
weeks. For example, every first lesson of every fourth 
week begins with a discussion warm up, followed by 
a quiz, and so on. This has many justifications:
1. It allows faster setup of activities. Once 
students are aware of activity flow, they spend 
less of their cognitive energies deciphering 
what is required of them, and get to task.
2. It allows recycling of language. 
3. It allows recycling of the taxonomic skills- an 
important attribute due to the cognitive skill 
hierarchy.
4. It reduces development load. It is much 
easier to write a course if the developer is not 
constantly creating activities from first prin-
ciples.
5. It sets a clear assessment schedule for teachers 
and students.
As noted in the Taxonomic Cycle section above, 
there is no perfect fit when dealing with competing 
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pedagogical underpinnings (content/taxonomy and 
linguistic objectives). Due to this, the cycle design is 
not completely rigid, and allowances can be made for 
smoother delivery and better student engagement.
Selecting and Adapting Content
The content of the Special Topics Art History 
course is based on the life and times of the artists 
and works. Due to this, a guiding resource format 
is needed, in order to maintain uniformity between 
the differing content of lessons implied by the 
periods and artists, and the differences implied by 
the unfolding taxonomical demands of the syllabus. 
Lesson-ready material for this context, this type 
of syllabus, and this subject matter is (perhaps 
unsurprisingly) not readily available. Due to this, 
the Taschen Basic Art 2.0 series was employed as 
a starting point for most of the factual content. The 
series is a collection of around 200 comprehensive 
texts focusing on movements and artists, with each 
book limited to around 150 pages of content (Taschen, 
2017) making for a more manageable task when 
compiling information. The actual content used in 
lessons compared to content collected and re-written 
(from any source) sits at around 10%. 
The Taschen ser ies captures a usable tone 
between the academic, critical and journalistic, 
meaning that esoteric information is less likely to be 
included. The series is for the large part objective, 
with non-controversial readings of artists and works. 
Additionally, some uniformity of expression found 
within the books makes for more straightforward 
adaptation and application of the material to lesson 
preparation.
Using this ser ies, per t inent information is 
selected and re-written at student appropriate levels, 
always with reference to furthering the taxonomical 
and linguistic goals of the syllabus. Additionally, the 
content of the Taschen series is cross-checked with 
other sources, most often the websites of the artists’ 
foundations’ or common critical texts. This cross 
checking is performed to assure accuracy of content, 
and tempering of critical and subjective readings of 
works. An example of the process is:
Week Taxonomy Descriptor
Art Period / 
Content Lesson objectives Linguistic Objectives Cycle
1 Evaluation All Prior knowledge survey Conversation. Common AH vocabulary
1
2 Knowledge Realism Describing colour and line Adjectives, nouns of shape and size
3 Knowledge Impressionism Describing colour, line and location Adjective lists, prepositions of location
4 Comprehension Post-Impressionism
Summarizing and re-phrasing 
historic content Sequencing language
5 Comprehension Fauvism Summarizing and re-phrasing biographic content
Sequencing language, biography 
specific vocabulary
2
6 Application Surprematism Discussing rules and principals relating to the formation of the works
Giving instructions using 
sequencing language
7
Application Futurism Discussing rules and principals 
relating to the political history (early 
Italian fascism)
Prepositions of time
8 All prior - Presentation- applying all of the above All
9 Analysis Cubism Comparing perspectives in the visual Comparative adjectives
3
10 Analysis Dadaism Comparing political perspectives; inferring from the visual
Comparative adjectives and 
comparative sentences
11 Synthesis Surrealism Predicting social impact of works; guessing meanings Conditionals, modals (possible future)
12 Synthesis Abstract Impressionism
Abstract Impressionism as a 
combination of techniques Hedging and speculation language
13 Evaluation Pop Art Assessing the success of the works Hedging and speculation language, modals
14 Evaluation All Student assessment and reflection
Figure 2. Cycle overview
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1. Syllabus goals are examined
2. Students are surveyed and quizzed to ascer-
tain interest levels and prior knowledge of 
possible content
3. Pertinent content from the Taschen series is 
collected
4. Content is cross-checked with other sources
5. Content is re-written at student-appropriate 
levels, cross-checked with linguistic objec-
tives of other courses in the programme, 
specifically for vocabulary and grammar 
items
6. Content is writ ten into assessments that 
reflect taxonomic/cognitive domain/ linguistic 
objectives of the lesson
7. Content is written into lessons that further the 
taxonomic/cognitive domain/linguistic objec-
tives of the lesson
8. Lesson is taught, assessments analyzed and 
lesson edited for next iteration 
Assessment
The assessment in Special Topics: Art History 
echoes the Bloom’s taxonomic cycle. As the course 
progresses, and students are asked to employ 
further subsets of the cognitive domain skills to 
their language and learning, quizzes and the like 
concurrently attempt to assess this development. 
For example, at the beginning of the course, quizzes 
focus on vocabulary and content memorization, in 
the middle of the course, applying the language and 
content knowledge to differing tasks, and by the end 
using these things to predict and evaluate (amongst 
others) ideas within art. Currently, the assessment 
modes are: quizzes; short written answers (around 50 
words), two presentations (and their related prepara-
tion). All assessments have similar weighting.
An example of assessment mimicking the taxo-
nomic cycle can be seen in the set of example ques-
tions below. This set and others like it are used to 
inform questions when creating quizzes for the latter 
end of the course, and has been applied to artists in 
both Abstract Expressionism and Surrealism.
The above questions specifically employ the verbs 
attached to the taxonomy as suggested by Anderson 
and Krathwohl (2001). In this example, every two 
questions represents one of the taxonomic func-
tions. The set was written this way for two reasons, 
firstly to allow more options and f lexibility when 
writing quiz items quickly, secondly, to allow for 
some margin of error on behalf of the designer. The 
possible errors that could occur are: between reading 
and applying the verbs to questions, the designer may 
have misunderstood or overlooked something, or isn’t 
able to convey the idea clearly; the linguistic diffi-
culty of the question may obscure student abilities 
to operate in the cognitive domain (and vice-versa), 
although this is accounted for by having the harder 
linguistic items touched upon in earlier lessons; or, 
a weakness in delivery or design of the required 
functions in the student textbook or activity design 
that affects student ability to perform the functions. 
These verbs and their relationship to the taxonomy 
can be seen in the Bloom’s figure (Fig. 1) above.
The assessment and its relat ionship to the 
taxonomy is an area of the course that is still being 
refined. Currently, an item analysis of the difficulties 
of questions such as those above is being undertaken, 
and so far the results are inconclusive. Additionally, a 
student perception survey of the difficulty of similar 
questions has been undertaken and is currently being 
analyzed, with the hope of shedding more light on 
which quiz items are better written than others, and 
which elements of study need bolstering. In future 
iterations of development, it is probably that there 
will be a greater focus on assessment design.
1. What period is this artwork from?
2. Can you describe the palette?
3. What is the setting of this painting?
4. What is the subject of this painting?
5. What questions would you ask of the artist?
6. Can you write a set of instructions on how to make this 
artwork?
7. Can you compare this artwork to the artwork you presented 
in Exhibition 1?
8. How do you know this artwork is from this period, and not a 
different period?
9. How would this artist’s painting be different if she were 
painting today?
10. How would this artist paint a portrait of your family?
11. Do you believe this artwork is successful? Why?
12. Why do you think this artwork is so famous?
Figure 3. Example questions (double set)
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